I46                     A WOMAN OF THE PHARISEES

"You will tell me that it is useless to look for justice to our fellow
men, and that the approval of our own conscience should be suffi-
cient for us. But, like all other human beings, I am weak. I have no
wish to triumph over you, my poor child, but, for my own peace of
mind, I want you to admit that I was right in scenting danger for
you. You do see that, don't you? This young man has turned out
to be worse even than I feared. I knew how to protect you as well
as, if not better than, your real mother. . . ."

We were so used to the fact that Brigitte Pian never spoke aim-
lessly, that our first instinct was always to wonder what lay behind
her words. I think she had never been more sincere than she was at
that moment. There was nothing to tell us that the question which
she had put to Michele was the expression of an agony of mind
which had not left her for a single instant since our father's death.
We knew nothing of that. What she wanted was to be reassured.
She did not see how Michele could possibly avoid the necessity of
admitting that she had been right. My sister had no idea of the
strength of the blow she was levelling at her enemy when she
exclaimed:

"You want me to recognize that you were stronger than I was.
Well, I do. It was you, and you only, who separated us. It was you
who drove him to desperation. If he is a lost soul, you are the cause
of his damnation, and if I. . ."

The sky did not fall. Brigitte Pian remained seated in her chair:
or rather, contrary to her usual habit, she lay slumped in it. She
scarcely raised her voice.

"Misery has unhinged your mind, Michele. Either that, or you
have not been told all. If anyone is the cause of his damnation, it is
that Voyod woman."

"A letter from me would have sufficed to turn him from his inten-
tion, just one letter. If only I had been able to speak to him, if only
you had not put yourself between us with the same merciless
obstinacy which has led you to ruin the abbe Calou in the eyes of his
Superiors.. . /'

Sobs prevented Mich&le from going on. It was the first time that
she had ever cried in her struggles with Brigitte. It was as though